THERE IS A PLACE LIKE HOME
A Personal Journey Through the Bosnian War

By

Jelena Ljustina

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements of the
University Honors College
University of South Florida St. Petersburg

August 2003

Thesis Advisor: Professor Ray Arsenault

Honors College
University of South Florida St. Petersburg

CERFITICATE OF APPROVAL

Honors Thesis

This is to certify that the Honors Thesis of
Jelena Ljustina

Has been approved by the Examining Committee
on August 18, 2003
as satisfactory for the thesis requirement
for the Honors College

Examining Committee:

Major Professor: Raymond 0 . Arsenault, Ph.D.

Member: Robert Dardenne, Associate Professor

CONTENTS

Preface ... ........... ........ ... .... .. ... . ... ... ................ ......... ..... .. ..ii
Introduction ............... .. .. .. ...... ..... . ..... ............. ................. .iv
Maps ............... .. ... ... .. ...... ... ...... .. ... .. ..... ....... .... ....... ..... vii
Bench Underneath the Pines .... .... . .. ... ...... . ......... ........ ........ .... x
Chapter One ........ . ......... .... ... ..... ... ...... ... ............ ... ...... .. .... 1
Chapter Two .... ...... .. . ... .. ...... ... ... .. ... . ... . .... .... ... ....... .... ......7
Chapter Three .. ... .. .... . .......... .. ... . ... .... ... ... ... .. ..... ..... ......... 18
Chapter Four .. ........ .. . .. .. . .. .... ..... .. .... . .. .. ... .. . ... . .. ......... .....28
Chapter Five ............... .. ..... ... .. .... . ..... ..... ..... . .......... .... . ... 39
Chapter Six .... .. .. .. ..... ...... ..... ... .... ............ ..... ........ .. ........ 50

PREFACE

Every one of us, I am sure, had a phase, a year, a day, or just one moment that
changed our lives forever. I was fourteen years old when the war within different ethnic
groups in my country forced me to grow up overnight. It would be impossible for me to
predict what route my life would have taken if Yugoslavia never had slid into the abyss
of the civil war that tore up the once-unified country in the Balkans, breeding hate among
its people that will possibly last for centuries.
It has been eleven years since I fled the dying Yugoslavia and not even once have
I felt the desire to go back to the country that was once my homeland. But I also realized
during the last decade that I must accept my history and come to terms with the fact that
my roots may always carry a trace of deceit and disappointment. It took years until I
fmally allowed myself to remember the happy days of my childhood, without feeling
guilty about what was going to happen in 1992. It took half an eternity for me to realize
that there was nothing I could have done to predict the future.
One part of the reason why I chose to write this short autobiography may be that I
am still searching to understand, or at least accept, the events that transformed my life
drastically. The other part of the reason for writing about the war is my wish - although it
may be a noble one - that people take time to consider the consequences of their own
greed, their own ignorance, and their own shortcomings. War was a foreign concept to
me; it was the stuff out of history books and old movies - until it hit as closest to home as
it gets. And then my life took a sharp tum and I began questioning everything I thought I
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knew. Physically, I spent five months in the war-tom Bosnia. But mentally, I still have to
come to terms with changes that one night in May 1992 brought.
Although ethnic conflict was at the most obvious cause for the war in Yugoslavia,
I still refuse to try to justify killings and torture as the consequence of some man-made
classification. That is why I chose not to get into the ethnic question in this
autobiography. I think that warfare is too much of a primitive venture to deserve
scientific or intellectual explanations. What I saw during those five months can be
explained in a very simple way: human greed.
Volumes have been written about possible historical bases for the war in
Yugoslavia, but I don't hold much of that, either. My story is simply an effort to recreate
the atmosphere of a war reality and to follow the thought processes of one fourteen-yearold.
Today I live far away from the country I called home during the first fourteen
years of my life. After fleeing Bosnia in September 1992, I started a new life in Germany.
My parents and my brother followed me a few months later. In 1998, some three years
after the war officially ended, we were asked by the German government to go back to
Bosnia. That was when my family decided to pack up and keep searching for that lost
home, even farther away from Bosnia. We started a new life for the second time, but at
least we were together. Somewhere during those years in exile I realized that being home
is not living in a particular place; it is being close to people you love.
For the last five years, my family has been living together in America. We are
definitely here to stay. This is home now.

lll

INTRODUCTION

Yugoslavia's first draft was created in 1918 when, in wake of World War I,
Southern Slavs united in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. The new nation
was founded of remnants of a troubled history: From the mid-15th century to the late
1800s, the Ottoman Turks controlled most of the area. Then followed another thirty years
of Austro-Hungarian dominance. It is important to note that the South Slavs descended
from the same people who migrated to the Balkan peninsula in the sixth and seventh
centuries A.D. and who, under various foreign rulers, converted to one of the three main
religions: Islam, Catholicism and Orthodoxy.
Finally in 1918 - for the first time in five hundred years - the South Slavs created
a nation of their own, free of foreign rule. But soon after the Kingdom was renamed
Yugoslavia to encompass all ethnic groups, the young nation started feeling its first
cracks. During World War II, the South Slavs' unity collapsed after three factions were
formed as a response to the Nazi force: the communist Partisans, the Serbian royalist
Chetniks, and the Ustashe, the Croatian Nazi sympathizers. Both Croatia and Serbia had
been striving toward their respective nationalist goals since the 19th century, with Bosnia
and Herzegovina left in the middle as the most ethnically diverse republic and impossible
to divide. The bloodshed among these three groups during World War II cost Yugoslavia
1.7 million lives.
Josip Broz Tito and his communist Partisans, whose members came from all
ethnic groups, emerged as the saviors of the union of the South Slavs after the end of
World War II. Determined to stand up against foreign rule, Tito united the South Slavs
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once again in an independent new nation, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,
in 1945. Although following communist ideals and, at the same time, opening itself up to
the West, Yugoslavia refused to join any of the superpower blocs, becoming the leader of
the world's Nonaligned Movement.
Before its tragic collapse in 1992, Yugoslavia consisted of six federal republics
and two autonomous provinces. Bosnia, the most ethnically diverse republic, was 44
percent Muslim, 31 percent Serb, and 17 percent Croat. But intermarriage, especially in
the nation's cities, the common language, and Tito's call for equality and unity, blurred
the lines between the ethnic groups. Most people thought of themselves as Yugoslavs,
regardless of their religious background. But more or less subtle nationalism kept
simmering in Serbia and Croatia, as well as in Serb and Croat communities in Bosnia's
countryside. After Tito's death in 1980, a nation used to one man's authoritarian regime
found itself with the responsibility of finding a new identity. Few attempts to install
democracy during the 1980s were crushed under the nationalists' flag-waving rhetoric.
New elites proclaimed death to communism but also steered away from democracy,
vying for power they knew they would find by awakening the historic grievances among
the different ethnic groups of the dying Yugoslavia.
The following books, among others, offer a comprehensive review of
Yugoslavia's history and the causes and consequences ofthe 1990s war:
•

Norman Cigar, Genocide in Bosnia (College Station: Texas A&M
University Press, 1995)

•

Viktor Meier, Yugoslavia: A History ofits Demise (New York: Routledge,
1999)
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•

Jasminka Udovicki and James Ridgeway, editors, Burn This House: The
Making and Unmaking of Yugoslavia (Durham: Duke University Press,

1997)
•

Susan L. Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the
Cold War (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1995)
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The maps on the following three pages are courtesy of the National Geographic,
Vol. 189, No.6, June 1996
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The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia
Related by blood, Balkan Slavs embraced ethnic identities based on religious background
during the nationalistic 19th century. Today's animosities are rooted as well in World War II,
when clashing political ideologies Jed to internecine fighting. The country that was pulled
together by Josip Broz lito- leader of the winning side-has splintered into five sovereign
republics, with Serbia and Montenegro aligned as a rump Yugoslavia.

Slovenia

Croatia

Voting to secede from Yugoslavia in December 1990,
Slovenia-which has few restive minorities-declared
Independence In June 1991. After a ten-day standoff
the Serb-led Yugoslav Army, t hen mired in Croatia,
withdrew, and Slovenia escaped war.

Secess ion In June 1991 unleashed a savage mi litary
response from Belgrade, which was sympathetic to
Croatia's large ethnic Serb m inority. Croatian Serb
separatists, with the help of the Yugoslav Army, seized
the region of Slavonia. Croatian Serbs in the west
declared their own sovereign state of Krajina. Croats
recaptured Krajina in 1995; eastern Slavonia Is under
UN occupation and will be returned to Croatia .
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Serb nationalism and
the dream of a Greater
Serbia gathered force
after the 1980 death of
Tito, the maverick communist who enforced a
federal system while he
lived. A Croat hi mself,
Tito curbed Serb influence within the Yugoslavian state by creating
within t he Republic of
Serbia two autonomous
provinces: Vojvodina in
the north and Kosovo
and Metohija in the
south. The latter, populated 90 percent by
Albanians, poses a
cha llenge to Serbian
authority.
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Muslims, who made up
44 percent of Bosnia
and Herzegovina's prewar populat ion of 4.3
million, are Slavs whose
ancestors adopted Islam under Ottoman rule.
Roman Catholic Croats
made up 17 percent,
Eastern Orthodox Serbs
31 percent. Many Serbs
and Croats j oined the
insurrections inspired
by Belgrade and Zagreb
that ripped the republic
apart.
In the 15th century
the southern region attained b rief autonomy
under a herceg, or duke;
it has been known as
Herzegovina ever since.
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Montenegro
Eastern Orthodox Christians, Montenegrins
have little significant
history to distinguish
them from Serbs, with
whom they have joined
in a remnant Yugoslavia. Largely ignored by
the Ottoman Turks, they
alone in the Balkans
remained free in their
mountain stronghold.
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Macedonia
Macedonians speak
their own language and
share their land with a
large Albanian minority.
Theirs was the only
republic to secede from
Yugoslavia w ithout conf lict. Once part of Serbia, it had become an
independent republic
within Tito's Yugoslavia.
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of war beset Bosnia a lter it raised its
flag or Independence. Virtually eve ry
community suffered, but Sarajevo
and a handful of othe rs stand out.
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Banjo Luka
Bosnia's largest Serb-held city and
scene of extensive ethnic cleansing
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Flghtlng off the Yugoslav A!my in
1992, the cl\y becomes a symbol
of free Bosnia and Its major refugee
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Some 7.000 men disappear after
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Muslim city in July 1995.
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The ethnic mosaic that Bosnia and Herzegovina
presented as a Yugoslav republic In 1991 had
been altered by war (below) when talks began last
November. The December 199S Dayton Peace
Accord carves the now sovereign nation Into two
autonomous regions separated by a demilitarized
zone. Parties must relinquish control over strongholds being ceded to the other side: Serbs yielding
to Muslims and Croats on the eastern periphery of
the newly created Federation of Bos nia and Herzegovina; Croats and Muslims yielding In a large
weste rn enclave of the Serbian Republic, ceded to
grant Serbs 49 percent of the nation's territory.
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NATO Implementation Force (IFOR)
sectors ahown by white line

u Sector headquarters

NATO's 60,000-member
multi nation Implementation
Force (IFOR) Is headed by
three powers, each responsible for a zone of administration. A contingent of 20,000
Americans has been deployed
along the U.S. sector of the
thousand-mile-long separation zone.

Areas of ethnic maJority
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MUSLIM

(1991 c ensus)

Only 17 percent of prewar Bosnia's

Serbs were the majority In large
swaths of rural Bosnia. though only
31 percent of the total prewar popu·
laUon. Still unresolved: control over
the mostly Muslim city of Brcko and
the adjoining corridor linking Serb
holdings In the east and west. Russians, under u.s. supervision, wtll
pollee thi s corridor.

Once scattered thr oughout Bosn!a
and Herzegovlna, Bosnlecs, as the
Muslims now call themselves. were
especially concentrated In the urbanized heartland. Thei r wfnnlng of
the Gorazde enclave and Its narrow
corridor was the resu lt of Intense
and bitter last-minute negotiations.

I:'J Croat
Ia Muslim

p opulaUon. Croats briefly proclaimed

much of the Herzegovina area and Its
principal city, Mostar, their own. As
reluctant. sometimes hostile part~
ners with Muslims In a new federa-

tlon.lhey are now challenged to
relntegnne w&th them.

C l sert>

c::J No majority or unknown
0

~

MOUS

'?

Katarina Saric, my best friend, gave me the painting on the following page the day I left
Bosnia, in September 1992. She told me she wanted to make sure I always remember
where I grew up, regardless of what happened to our country in 1992.
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One

My head must have thumped against the thick windowpane in the third row of the
half-empty bus because I felt a slight twinge when I woke up. The bus probably hit a rock
or some kind of a bump, I thought. I opened my eyes, still burning from tears, and turned
my head to look out through the glass. Though almost dark outside, I could see tall, green
pines lining the highway. I felt a chill in my fingers and I looked around me, wide awake
now, trying to reassure myself that I was far away from Bosnia.
I knew my pines, and they looked different. These here were much taller and
greener, I thought. I wondered if we were in Germany yet.
I must have been sleeping for a long time because the last thing I remembered
was riding on the bus and gazing at bombed-out, destroyed houses just outside my
hometown. And the bearded men in uniform, holding their rifles up in the air and staring,
I was sure, straight in my face as the bus rolled through the towns of northwestern
Bosnia, or whatever was left of it. I felt my eyes swell up and my throat tighten at the
thought of my parents and my brother, whom I had left behind at the crack of dawn that
morning. The memory of the last five months - the longest five months in my life- was
still burning in my stomach. Never had I thought during these five months that I would
survive the Bosnia ofthe late 1992; that I would be able to escape from the hell my
country had become.
The bus engine hummed through the early evening and my thoughts kept going
back to my parents and my brother. I had learned during the last five months how to
suppress the most ripping urge to cry, but now I could feel the salty tears roll down my
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lips. I was free, far away from the tanks, rifles, and the shiny blades of the bearded men

in uniform. But the thought of living away from my family, thousands of miles away for
who knows how long - maybe even forever - made me feel as if someone was splitting
wood right on my chest.
I grabbed my overstuffed backpack, the only luggage I was allowed to take with
me, to make sure my photo album was there. I opened it and saw the three people I loved
the most smile at me. I knew somehow that we would be back together one day, but what
if. .. I was lucky; my parents somehow scrambled enough money to smuggle their
fourteen-year-old daughter out of the war torn Bosnia. But what about them? I
remembered them assuring me to go alone now because they, too, would follow soon it's all a plan, they said. I pretended I believed them, but I knew they sent me away
because they wanted at least one of us to survive. I knew they feared that the worst of war
would catch up with all of us soon.
Now I was out, but what about Mom, Dad and my nineteen-year-old brother?
God, I may never see them again, if. ..
The unspoken words shattered my soul like cold lead that has been dropped on a
piece of porcelain. Squeezing my family's wrinkled photograph, moistened by tears, I
turned my head quickly toward the window, forcing the dark thoughts out of my head and
making myself believe that, yes, everything will be fine.

My earliest memory is not that of a brand new, yellow plastic duck my mother let
swim in my bathtub, or the first time I discovered my passion for gummy bears. It's the
sight of my brother crying, his tiny hands covering his bright blue eyes and his skinny
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body curled up on a bed next to mine. Tito had died that day, my eight-year-old brother
explained to me between sobs. The whole town, the whole nation was mourning, he said.
That was sometime in May 1980 and I was a plump three-year-old. Although my
parents and my brother never believed me when I said I remembered that day - because I
was simply too young to remember anything at all, they said - I know I do. I don't know
what I was thinking that day, or whether I was able to think at all, but I know that I cried,
too- not because Tito had died but because I saw my brother cry. I still remember his
dark blond hair falling over his fingers as they wiped away tears from his swollen eyes.
Later in my childhood I was taught the significance of revering Tito's legacy, but,
to be honest, I never really understood why a whole country would look up to one man as
if he were God. Much later in life, though, I wondered ifTito's death slowly brought the
demise of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, unleashing a monster responsible
for mass killings of whole villages and mass exoduses of many more who were once
proud, loyal South Slavs.
Pride and loyalty toward Yugoslavia were abundant among many ethnic groups
whom Tito - his real name was Josip Broz - unified after the young nation was freed
from Nazis during World War II. There was much to be proud of in a country that, during
my childhood, was just stepping into its own adolescence. Although the Communist
Party, with all its rigid, self-righteous dogmas, controlled all levels of life, Tito and his
crew somehow managed to endow most South Slavs with an unprecedented sense of
national accomplishment, unity, and devotion toward the state.
Maybe they managed to keep this myriad of backgrounds and different interests in
check because the propaganda started early in life - much earlier than first grade. Living
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one's life according to the rules of the few can hardly be conceived as a constriction of
freedom or a case of egoistic dictatorship if you're taught from early on that there is only
one right way. Implanting such a mindset in a people who have suffered under foreign
occupation throughout history turned out to be a piece of cake in Yugoslavia. Five
centuries under the Turks, then another few hundred years of Austro-Hungarian
dominance. A few decades of dictatorship from within followed, until the Germans
stopped by as part of their plan to cleanse the un-Aryan comers of Europe. But then Tito
and his Partisans emerged, fighting one heroic battle after another and making sure that
no sultan, king, fuehrer or any other foreign despot set his foot on Yugoslavian soil again.
Tito embodied everything the tired, scared, and long oppressed South Slavs
needed: unlike anyone before, the young, statuesque man with eyes as blue as the
Adriatic Sea, knew how to take charge and simply get things moving. For a people who
never experienced even a trace of democracy, having someone almost single-handedly
arrange the hierarchy in the new nation was nothing extraordinary. People like you and
me couldn't grasp the complexities of heading a nation, anyway. In fact, Tito did us all a
favor by taking away from us the burden of making complicated decisions. That, in a
nutshell, was the sentiment of young Yugoslavia, obsessed by its Hercules-like founder
and mesmerized by his fatherly charisma.
Tito taught his eclectic flock to pray to no other God than the state and its
representative, the Communist Party. He proselytized the power of brotherhood and unity
and the pride that came with the abandonment of the satanic ideals of capitalism. He
reminded his underlings that it was better to be dead than to be enslaved. He taught us the
importance of sharing, working together and, basically, being equal.

"---·~-------·
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At the same time, Tito traveled the country in luxurious, shiny limousines, waving
at the screaming crowd and looking almost supernatural in one of his perfectly ironed
white suits. He owned palaces in each of the six republics . He even built private zoos and
entire towns on remote islands made off limits to anyone but his own family and friends.
He proudly declared any criticism toward him or his inner circle as blasphemy deserving
life-long imprisonment. He allowed the whole nation to celebrate his birthday every year,
making that 21st day of May the most important national holiday.
Tito was, without doubt, a dictator. But the South Slavs didn' t mind- at least he
was one of them. Better yet, he was not only one of us; he was a quasi-transcendental
native, the long awaited proof that to stay afloat Yugoslavia didn't need tyrants from the
outside - it was capable of breeding its own.
After almost half a century of unprecedented national pride and basking in an
exhilarating optimism of freedom and independence from outside tyrants, Yugoslavia's
hastily built and shaky foundation started cracking. Tito's death in 1980 was certainly not
the sole cause for the ensuing turmoil. But the loss of the sense of security, however
false, embodied in one man most people equated to the state itself, probably exacerbated
the anger, frustration and greed that had been brewing for decades.
The war, of course, didn't break out overnight. A whole decade of confusion,
semi-anarchy and, granted, some potentially promising but always futile attempts to
install democracy passed before the apparently inevitable crept up and Yugoslavia finally
died, well before its fiftieth birthday.
I had always wondered how a single person's death could bring such a complete
malaise to a whole country. But when one man only holds the scepter, then the queue of
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those wanting to be the next Tito can become too long and the process of getting ahead
can turn into a competition that the greediest, most unscrupulous win. It's only then that
the dusty curtain of half a century's lies falls, exposing the dark side of the blind pride
and loyalty spoon-fed to millions by a select few. And then the doomed nation collapses
like a house of cards, creating a domino effect of anger, violence, and greed on one side
and fear, perplexity, and disbelief on the other.
All my life, while I thought I lived in the greatest place among the friendliest
people one can find on the face of the earth, my country was like a monster cocoon, filled
with boiling venom and ready to pop anytime. And when the pretty fa9ade finally peeled
off, revealing the bitter core of something that can only be described as the absolute evil,
I started wondering ifl had been mistakenly trapped in a bad dream, in someone else's
nightmare.
For the utter primitivism I started seeing around myself day after day after that
May evening in 1992 could not have come from such a righteous people: not from the
people who proudly rose from near dust fifty years ago. Not from the people who praised
brotherhood and unity. Not from the people who sang about freedom, love, and honor.
Not from the people I remember growing up with.
Not from my people.
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Two

A small portrait ofTito, set in a simple, wooden frame in my family's living room
was probably the most telltale reminder of living in a communist country. In place of a
cross, a picture of Jesus or the Last Supper, we had our Marshall Tito watching over - in
classrooms, in grocery stores, in our own houses, and even in restaurants and bars. There
was no militia combing through houses to make sure every family had an image ofTito
in its private quarters, but I don't remember ever being in a house and not seeing these
steel blue eyes and the fatherly smile of the man we were taught to worship. Absorbing
the communist ways of life happened in a rather subtle way - probably because those
ways of life weren't as abstract as most Westerners think.
Thinking back at my childhood now, after having spent about a decade in the
capitalist West, I don't feel as ifl grew up in a different world. Yes, my native country
was ruled in a totalitarian way, but the politics rarely touched the lives of ordinary people
-at least not before the early 1990s. We were probably poor from the capitalists' point of
view: we had Coca Cola only on New Year's Eve; our movie theaters played the same
flick for two months, and not everyone could afford a car. But I don't remember missing
anything then, and I know now that I had everything I needed to have a happy childhood.
Communist rule, as I know now, doesn't deserve any praise at all, but when it comes to
the core of its politics, I find it not far away from other ideologies that are more widely
accepted in the West. More or less, it's always about money, stuff, power, and territory greed, in one word - in the grown-up world. What label the players stick on their agendas
and what story they sell their marionettes to keep them in check really doesn't matter.
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After the war shoved me out of the dying Yugoslavia and into Western Europe, I
often found myself explaining to my new school friends - and teachers - that no, I did
not have to wear a uniform and march through the streets in heavy boots; no, I had never
been taught how to use a machine gun; no, I didn' t speak Russian and I had never even
been to Russia; yes, we had normal houses, cars, Adidas shoes, and even computers; and
yes, I know the same American music you know because I, too, grew up in the 1980s. I
can't say I ever blamed anyone who, from my viewpoint, had a skewed perception of
what daily life was like in the small, communist country very few knew existed before
the war. After what happened in spring 1992, I couldn' t say anymore that I knew about
the real Yugoslavia, either.
It took years after the war before I could even start digesting the fact that
something so primitive, so evil, so unnecessary yet so destructive happened to me, in my
own country, among my own people. It also took a while before I started letting go of the
bitterness I felt about anything that reminded me of Yugoslavia, including the first fifteen
years of my life spent there. I was already an adult when I started admitting to myself that
despite the war that muddied my life forever, despite the countless nights I lay awake,
listening to the bombs, despite the torrent of tears that gnawed on my soul during these
five months - despite everything that happened in 1992 - I had a happy childhood.
It's strange how five months can change not only your life to come, but also all
the past days etched in your mind. It makes you question the genuineness of every happy
memory you thought you would cherish forever. It makes you doubt your own judgment
about what's real and what's fake. And, as terrifying as it sounds, it makes you almost
despise yourself for being too stupid and too gullible to see that you were being fooled
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for so long and that you must have gone through life blindfolded, all the while the very
basis of your existence was nothing but a lie.
It took years - many years - for me to realize that I could not have changed or

foreseen the events that culminated in war in 1992. I never blamed myself for the war, for
that would have been ridiculous. But I needed to realize more than that if I was to make
peace with myself; I needed to make myself believe that no matter how long
Yugoslavia's bloody undoing was in the making, there was no way I would have known.
There was no way my parents would have known, either. Powers much greater than the
minds of ordinary, optimistic, and compassionate people, who instead of just preaching,
truly believed and lived the love-thy-neighbor fable, might have been able to predict how
little Lucifer would have to offer to suck some of my neighbors into his abysmal trap. I
could not have known ...
I needed this simple recognition to be able to overcome feelings of guilt, anger,
fear and confusion about my own life and to start remembering my childhood again.
Those years of happiness, I know now, were real, despite the terror that killed the child in
me on one single evening, forcing me to grow up practically overnight. I decided to
remember the days before the war the way I would have cherished them had the war
never happened. Holding on to these memories - the thing closest to my roots now that I
live far away from the blue mountains of my hometown - holding on to them for their
own sake was the only way out of a permanent misery the war had tattooed on my soul. I
knew then as I know now that the massacres and the disappointments and the genocide I
witnessed in 1992 will always come alive when I think of Yugoslavia. But to go on, I
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kneW 1 had to put things in perspective. The first fourteen and a half years of my life
deserved to live in my memory, unstained by Yugoslavia's shameful grand finale.

Fresh out of school, my father came to Prijedor, a small mountain town in Bosnia,
well known across Yugoslavia for its iron ore. A perfect place to find a job as a rookie
geologist, my father must have thought. Or, what's probably closer to the truth, it was the
place that offered a job prospect in the rather modest socialist economy of the early
1970s. So my Dad met my Mom, the beautiful young student who, after breaking her leg
at a ski trip at 18, changed her career from physical education teacher to, well, secretary.
The two of them met; got married and had my brother while they were practically still
unpacking the wedding gifts. By the time they had me about five years later, they had
decided two were more than enough and our small family was complete.
My Mom decided to go back to work when I was not even three years old, so my
earliest memories always have the backdrop of the dreaded kindergarten. I was the
youngest child there, out of about thirty other preschoolers, so I have to admit- I was
very well taken care of. I say dreaded kindergarten simply because I could not stand
being told what to do, especially when that meant that twenty-nine or so other kids were
drilled the same way. I was probably too young to feel this way and it may have been
pure egoism then, but I honestly felt as if I was on a production line of a indoor factory:
come into the kindergarten before the sun is up; sleep some; eat; no, eat all the food;
leave nothing on the plate because we don't throw away food; read; sing stupid songs
about Tito; sleep again; eat again; and finally go home in the late afternoon, already
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bating the next morning when Mom will drag me out of bed at 6 a.m. and walk me to the
factory.
By the time I was five, I had had enough of the factory. I told my parents that I
wasn' t going back to kindergarten anymore. I guess my mother must have felt guilty
about staying home with my brother and never sending him to the factory - she said I
could stay at home as long as I followed certain rules and made sure I reported every
hour to the lady next door, who stayed at home with her newborn. I remember this release
from the daily grind in the factory as the most exhilarating experience of my young life. I
mastered the new rules with great pleasure: I got up in the morning and called my Mom' s
office right away. The breakfast was always on the table already- Mom made sure of
that. After breakfast, I made my way next door, usually staying there until my parents
picked me up. I think I learned more during the one year of my self-education than the
previous three in the factory. I learned to read and write. The nice lady even taught me
the basics of piano playing, which I soon thereafter lost because she moved away.
With my babysitter moving away, I dreaded the return to the factory . But my
Mom arranged a new caretaker for me- an extraordinarily loud, funny, and a bit vulgar
old lady who lived only a couple of doors down and who had a granddaughter only a year
and a half older than me. That's how I met Katie. I was five and she, six and a half years
old, just getting ready to start first grade. Katie became my favorite playmate, my best
friend, my confidante, my soul mate - she was and always will be the rock that gave me
support during the worst of my life's storms. She was a big part ofthe happiness that
filled my childhood. She held my head up high during the war when I couldn' t because I
was ready to give up.
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As much as I hated kindergarten, I eagerly awaited the end of summer in 1984
when I would finally go to real school. Besides, it would have been a shame to let the red
leather backpack Mom bought me months ago stand empty any longer. The school was
only a ten-minute walk away, but for a shy, chubby six year old it was half a world away.
The giant, boxy building, so boring in its structure and soaked in the palest shade of
white, was the only elementary and middle school in town and, as the old wooden desks
and the dilapidated walls revealed, it had been that probably since World War II.
Feelings of pride about my country came during first grade, maybe because with
every new day, I was getting closer to becoming one ofTito' s Pioneers. With first grade
completed, all kids in Yugoslavia were sworn in as the future sheep of the state. No big
propaganda; just a promise that you' ll serve your country, right there as a seven-year-old.
The pride and joy for us little Pioneers came from the pride and joy we saw on our
parents and our teachers' faces when we finally walked across the squeaky, wooden stage
of the old theater, wearing white shirts and red kerchiefs on our little shoulders and a blue
hat adorned with a bright, red star and reciting, all in unison - all united in brotherhood that we' ll spend the rest of our days studying and working hard and loving our
motherland, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.
My parents never forced my brother and me to do homework or threatened any
kind of punishment in case we brought home bad grades. Maybe that's why both of us
did exceptionally well from the very beginning. For me, the younger child, doing well
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was also a matter of saving face and proving that I could be just as good as my big
brother. Besides, there was a reward for the best student every year. It was only a book
with a congratulating note, but for me, it was the most glorious trophy that I absolutely
had to have. As egoistical as it may sound, I simply couldn't imagine anyone else taking
home the coveted reward. So I made sure that I was the one to take the prize books - all
eight of them- home every year.
Aside from history lessons, which were basically a praise to Tito and the Partisans
and their heroic, selfless deeds, the communist propaganda pretty much stayed out of
education. I don't know if this has anything to do with communism, but good students
were often rewarded - through praise more than through prizes - and those who scored
low endured ridicule, scolding, and the occasional slap with a thin, wooden stick across
their palms. An unwritten rule placed math and science on the very top of the educational
totem pole, so fifth grade seemed like the perfect time to start drilling physics and
chemistry into our heads.
So as far as studying hard, I probably made the perfect Pioneer. That is, until I got
older and started thinking critically, realizing that the communist idealism that they
spoon-fed us in school was far away from the actual, day-to-day life in our homeland.
But that was also the time the war and the hatred erupted and Yugoslavia started showing
its real colors. Many years later I wondered what my perception of my country and its
politics would have been had the era of brotherhood and unity, however false it was,
lasted into my adult years. Maybe the heroism and the selflessness of our nation's
builders, volumes and volumes of which we read for our history classes, would have
made perfect sense had the war never happened. But living with that belief obviously
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would have been a lie. So does that make the war a good thing, something that finally
helped Yugoslavia' s sheep wake up and see the real truth about their country's glorified
existence? But if the war was a redeeming torture, then please explain to me why those
who truly believed in the brotherhood and unity ideals had to be hit the hardest?
I was definitely one of those believers - not because I idolized Tito or the
communist ideology, but because I was brought up to believe in the goodness of
humanity and the power of mutual respect. I'm sure my parents would have taught their
children the same values no matter what part of the world and what political setting we
were born into. I must say, most of my friends grew up believing in the same values I was
taught at home. I always knew that there were some black sheep who, for whatever
reason and at any cost, followed only one simple goal - their personal gain. I never would
have imagined, however, that my friends and I would turn out to be the black sheep, the
minority, when Yugoslavia's problems escalated to a bloody war. It's amazing how
simple it is to explain the causes of war- it's all about greed and recklessness. But it's
even more amazing to understand how any human being can stoop to the lowest low of
primitivism by believing in such demonic values. How can people who play in the sand
together and who sit in the same classrooms worship ideals that are so vastly apart?
Every time I try to explain to myself the unexplainable differences in human
actions, I remember a shy, skinny girl who joined my class in fifth grade. Most of the
students in my class then were the same freckled faces I met on the first day of school.
But in fifth grade, a few kids from the nearby villages came to our school because their
small schools didn' t teach past fourth grade. Although our town was hardly a big city,
some of my classmates felt as if they were superior in some way. Cow milkers and
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yahoos were among the names these new kids were called. Most of them, fortunately,
defended themselves in a very refined manner and a language that was more intellectual

than the wannabe city kids could even understand. But there was one girl who didn't say
a word. Violeta, a tiny brunette girl with long arms and big, blue eyes that always seemed
watery, was too shy to even look at her abusers. She always stared at the teal linoleum
floor of our classroom, with her clenched fists hiding the bitten-off nails of red and
probably sore fingertips . And when she couldn' t take the insults anymore, she sank her
head even deeper and sobbed quietly.
I was always one of the kids who chased away the little, evil bastards who made
Violeta cry. I remember our trying to talk some sense into them by making them think
about their actions. But that was a worthless effort, so we tried to get Violeta to speak up
and defend herself. These cowards thrive on your helplessness, especially when you show
weakness, we told her. But the source ofVioleta' s pain was much deeper than we ever
realized. She never said a word to her abusers, which only made things worse. She never
even said a word about herself to us - she always refused to play with the rest of us. She
always wore the same clothes, and she always cut the physical education class.

It wasn' t hard to see that Violeta was poor, maybe the poorest person I've ever
met. Who knows what went on in her family or whether she had a family at all. Feeling
obligated to make up for the evil kids' actions and make Violeta feel welcome in our
school, my friends and I each donated a piece of clothing and shoes we thought she may
need. We didn't have much, either. Most of us came from families that could afford to
buy tennis shoes for their kids once every year. But because we were brought up to share
and have empathy for those less fortunate, scrambling together a closet-full of clothes for
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Violeta was a natural thing to do. We gave her the package late on the last day of fifth
grade, at her bus stop. We made sure no one else knew about our gift because we didn't
want Violeta to feel embarrassed.
"Here is something we thought you may like. These clothes are too small for us
and none of us has a younger sister," we told her, lying of course, careful not to mention
that she may need the clothes and making sure she didn't feel as if poverty was written all
over her. "I don't need any clothes, I have plenty," she lied in return, as her blue eyes
filled with salty, wet pain. But she took the clothes anyway, at our relief, and boarded the
dirty bus that took her home somewhere in the mountains. We saw her crying as the bus
hummed off toward her mysterious home and we didn't know whether it was happiness
or pain that made her cry. We never found out because as sixth grade started next fall,
Violeta's seat was empty. She never came back.
I don't know why I remember Violeta so vividly, although that fragile girl never
let me or any of my friends crack her cement-hard shell. I probably remember her
because knowing her made me realize how much I had of both material things and self
confidence that could only come from home. I probably remember her also because I felt
guilty about my own comfortable life for standing there helplessly and not being able to
change anything about her predicament, whatever it was. But I definitely remember
Violeta because it was the first time in my short life that I realized how cruel people can
be; how evil and how ignorant these children were who verbally abused her day after day.
I remember telling my parents about Violeta and asking them for advice - asking them to
explain to me why her tormentors hurt her and made her cry for no reason at all; why
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some people can find satisfaction in other people's pain; why some parents teach their
children to be so mean - or why they don't teach them not to be mean - to others?
Some three years later, those same questions came back to me. But this time the
little evil bastards were grown ups who tortured whole villages by raping the women,
slaughtering the men and leaving behind the children who would, I was sure, grow up
with much more pain in their eyes as I ever saw in Violeta's. That is, if they were even
lucky enough to get a chance to grow up at all.
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Three

I don't remember when I first realized that Yugoslavia was having serious
problems, but I remember the television news mention the possibility of war sometime in
1990. That was ten years after Tito's death. I was about thirteen. I had never paid any
attention to politics or any kind of news, for that matter, but that evening I just happened
to be in the living room while Dad was watching the news.
"Why are they talking about war? Will there be war?" I asked him, confident of
what his answer would be. "Of course not. They're just arguing about politics again," my
Dad said. Hearing him say that was just what I expected. There won't be a war. Dad said
so. And he always knew, I thought. He knew how to say things with such confidence I'm sure he could have said to me that the moon is purple, and I would have believed
him.
But this war stuff; this wasn't a purple-moon matter - it was a question almost too
stupid to ask, I thought. Wars don't happen anymore. It's the stuff that happens in the
movies. Our people fought wars in the past so that we can live in peace now. But now
they're just saying there could be war so that they can get people's attention. That's what
they always do, these politicians, I thought.
"Don't pay attention to the boring politics. Why don't you go finish your
painting?" Dad said as he realized that I was still standing next to him, as scenes of
barricaded streets and flag waving protestors poured from the TV into our living room.
That's right, my still life is due tomorrow, I remembered. "Thanks for reminding me," I
told Dad and went back to my room, without even thinking about what I had asked him
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just minutes ago and without even wondering why he spent every evening watching the
news and the politics, if it was so boring and if there was no reason at all to fear the
future. I had no time to think about politics. I had a painting to finish for my art class.
Not long ago after that evening, my teachers started talking about our country's
problems. They said that Slovenia, one of the six republics, wanted to secede and the rest
of the country just didn' t want to abandon Tito's promise ofliving in unity and
brotherhood. But these were all problems that nations have from time to time, they said.
No word about war. No sign at all.
My friends and I had more important things to worry about, anyway. Eighth grade
was going to be the last year in our old school and the last year before high school.
Traditionally, that was a big transition and a huge step into early adulthood - not only
because the high school was a half-hour drive away- and therefore a cause for
celebration. And the best part was that inviting parents to the prom wasn't a part of that
tradition.
Schoolwork became secondary during the whole final year my friends and I spent
at the boxy, communist-style building that had become a second home over the last eight
years. Choosing the right dress, finding the perfect shoes, and daydreaming about the
dance with the cute guy from high school - there was hardly anything else that dared to
cross our minds. Except for the fact that none of us, and that included our families, had
the money to buy expensive dresses, let alone the jewelry. And even if you had the
money, there were no places to shop for exquisite clothes. In fact, most of my friends
pretty much wore the same clothes I did. There was a handful of shops and one
department store and new merchandise arrived once every season. Unless you had
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wealthy relatives who lived somewhere in the capitalist world and who were generous
enough to send you clothes, there was a very good chance you would end up wearing one
of the two new styles of shoes your parents could buy at the local shop. I remember the
beginning of every handball season: every girl on my team would show up at practice
wearing either the lavender sweatpants from the shop around the comer or the blue
sweatpants from the department store in the city.
In a way, not being able to buy everything we needed forced my friends and me to
be creative when it came to our prom dresses. Suzana's mother was a seamstress once
and the volumes of sewing and fashion magazines she stored must have been the world' s
largest collection of glossy magazine pages. And the best thing of all was that none of
these magazines was from Yugoslavia. After all, we didn't want to look the same- not
for our big party. For months, we thumbed through these catalogs every afternoon,
searching for ideas about dresses, shoes, hairstyles - everything. Finally we took our
picks to the seamstress who lived across the street from Suzana's house. Selma, a strongboned woman in her thirties, was more than happy to sew the dresses for us. The cost of
the fabric and the small fee each of us paid probably wouldn't have been enough to buy
one dress.
Only a few months were now left until the last day of the school year and the
prom, and I could hardly wait to open a new chapter in my life by starting high school. In
my own world, I must have been so far ahead in time, dreaming about the future - so
much that the news Mom told me one day splashed against my dream world like a
bucketful of ice cold water. Dad was called to go to some kind of a military camp for a
few days, Mom said. "It' s just an exercise. The army just wants to make sure everyone is
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prepared," she said, with a more than slight trace of sarcasm in her voice. I looked into
her face, but I couldn't tell if she was angry or scared. She definitely isn't herself, I
thought. What's going on?
"What do you mean, the army wants everyone to be prepared? Prepared for
what?" My heart started pounding faster and I felt as if its thumps were louder than my
trembling voice. " Dad said there won't be a war!"
She just looked at me. I wished she would have said "of course not" or "don't be
scared" or any of the usual comfort phrases. I almost felt enraged, angry at her for not
saying that everything would be all right.
"I don't know what will happen. I'm scared, too. They called Dad this morning
and by noon he had to report to the army down in the city. He should be back in a few
days, though." Then her voice turned into a pitch and her face became a frantic grimace.
"And as soon as Dad gets back home, we can start planning to leave."
"Leave? To go where?" I looked at her as if she were losing her mind.
"We can go to Germany and live with Grandma for a while. At least until this
mess is over." She talked about leaving our home and living in some foreign country as if
that was something you did on a whim. I listened to her, still trying to understand why
she was panicking so much. Dad said there won't be war and that's the truth. This is
typical - Mom always worries too much about everything.
"Mom, we don't have to go anywhere. Everyone in school said, too that this talk
about war is just an exaggeration by all those politicians. And who would fight against
whom, anyway? It's not like we have Turks or Germans invading. It's not like Martians
are attacking us, either." I tried so hard to believe my own words, but somehow what I

21

said sounded different than I expected. Suddenly, pictures of what could be started racing
through my mind as it bounced from one extreme to the other. Maybe all the news about
protests and all the hate speeches and all the people who waved flags that didn't look
anything like the one Tito had gave us; maybe all the rumors were true and tomorrow
we'll wake up and soldiers will be fighting on the streets. I paused, trying to picture that
scene, and I almost laughed at my own thoughts. There was just no way everything could
transform overnight. After all, I had been here all my life and not much has changed in
those fourteen years. God, it took us ten years to build the new basketball court and the
bridge that they promised to build before my time is still in the making. Things just don' t
change here; at least not in any radical way. And for a war to happen, much more has to
go on years and years in advance. I remembered how we learned in history that Hitler
didn't invent the German national socialism and the theory of the Aryan race; all that, the
books said, brewed on German soil decades- no, centuries - before Hitler finally carne,
acting as a tiny match that was missing all those years to set the vast hay fields on fire.
But what if the same mess has been churning here and we just haven't noticed
yet? I thought. I remembered the many times I heard people say that everything had
changed after Tito's death. What did they mean? Had something really been rotting for
all these years and now it's fmally starting to stink? Is that why the army is now ordering
Dad and all these other men to go to camp?
No, there was nothing to worry about. I made myself believe, again, that it was all
just a big misunderstanding. Dad used to go to these military camps once every couple of
years before, too. It's not different this time, I said to myself. Dad will be back in a few
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days, and then he'll calm down Mom and take this idea of leaving Yugoslavia out of her
head.
I looked at the clock in the living room. It was almost 7:30 and time for the
evening news. I couldn't take that now, too, I thought.
"Hey Mom, come with me to Selma's," I yelled into the kitchen. She turned
around and I pretended that I didn't notice that her eyes were red and swollen from
wiping away tears. " I have to pick up my prom dress today. You'll love it."

Dad came home after three days, and Mom cried as if he had been gone for a
year. He didn't say much, but I sensed a darkness hanging over his usually bright nature.
He used to bring home his uniform every time after he came back from the military
camp, but this time he walked into the door as if he had just spent three days in the office.
I looked at him, trying to see what was different about the way he looked. It has only
been three days since I had seen him last, but he looked older, much older. His eye
sockets were almost hanging, and his face looked like that of a very thin person who was
painfully bloated.
I went to my room and I was almost asleep when I heard the two of them
whispering. Dad's voice, deep and steady as usual, was very clear to understand, even
though I could tell that he was trying to whisper. He was telling Mom how confused he
was about the whole mess our country had gotten itself into. "Before I went to the camp I
thought what the news said was the absolute truth. You know, that Slovenia wanted to
secede for some selfish reason and that more and more extremists in Croatia were
following the same path. They called them terrorists, and they said Tito is probably
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turning in his grave now that half of his nation is gone haywire. They also said the only
reason the army is stepping in is to prevent those terrorists from tearing our country apart
and to show the rest of the good people that the army won't let down Tito." He paused a
bit, and I could hear my Mom sobbing.
"But what they said in the camp had nothing to do with Tito, or our brotherhood
and unity, or the damn terrorists. All they talked about was this master plan, this centurylong effort to free Serbs from oppression and cleanse the new nation. And you know what
cleansing means to them? Well, kill all the others, basically." He took a deep breath
again. Mom was still sobbing. I sat up on my bed, the door of my room almost wide
open. I couldn't believe the words my Dad was saying. I tried to picture their faces Mom crying and Dad on the brink of screaming out for help, it seemed. I pressed a pillow
against my chest because I felt as if my heart was breaking apart. I tried to take deep
breaths to calm down, but I couldn' t get air - I felt as if my mouth was stuffed with
cotton balls. Then Dad started talking again. The words that stabbed my chest just
moments ago now turned its blade, as if to dig deeper.
"They said anyone who stays loyal to the army, Serb or not, will be saved and
rewarded." He made a fatigued sound. "What a bunch of garbage. Not that I would
support the lunatic cause they pulled somewhere out of the deepest comer of their sick
minds. But even if I did - even if I were willing to help cleanse the great Serbian nation I would be nothing but cannon fodder. They would get rid of me just as they plan to get
rid of tens of thousands of people. Before we left the camp today, the generals were
giving out weapons to the Serbs among us. No one seemed to think that was a big deal,
except for me and a handful of others who were just as terrified and flabbergasted."
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"Does that mean some of the men who came back with you tonight have machine
guns in their houses?" Mom bawled out the question I was afraid of hearing.
"They sure do. And you know, the worst thing is, I think they've been storing
weapons in their houses for quite some time. It just seemed to be an every-day thing for
them to stuff a few bombs and guns in their bags yesterday. Really, I'm sure this thing,
whatever it is, has been planned through and through way before we even started paying
attention to the politics and the news."
Mom's cigarette lighter clicked again. "I told you almost a year ago that we
should get the hell out of here. I knew something wasn't right as soon as they started
holding their separate committee meetings, keeping quiet from the rest of us in the office.
That' s when they laid out their idiotic plans to become a Serbian Reich." She paused
every few seconds to suck in the nicotine. I thought I could hear her hands shiver. "The
only thing is, how did anybody ever know who' s a Serb and who wasn't? I know I didn' t.
Didn't we all sing and recite and regurgitate that we were all Yugoslavians, ever since
World War II? And now what? Are they going to sift through all the cities and separate
their kind from the rest and make us scratch out one another's eyes?"
"Calm down," Dad hushed her. I heard him walk toward my room. I felt like
running out to him and hugging him and letting him tell me that everything is a big
misunderstanding and that it will all be over tomorrow. But I was afraid of hearing the
truth, so I dropped down on my bed, pretending to be asleep. I felt his hand on my hair as
he pulled up the comforter to make sure I was warm enough. Suffocating pain the size of
a golf ball gathered in my throat. I suddenly remembered how cats suffered trying to
throw up balls of hair. I wished I could have done that.
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Dad went back into the living room, but he left the door to my room ajar, as if he
wanted to be sure I was close to them. They must have been sitting there quietly for a
while because I was halfway asleep when I heard Mom's voice again. "We' ll just take the
money out tomorrow and buy plane tickets. I don't care what we can take with us and I
don't care whether we ever come back here again." She probably thought she sounded
confident in what she was saying, but the tone of her voice told me she just cried out for
some answers. She said she would go to Croatia to pick up my brother and bring him
back home, so that we can all leave together. My brother was getting ready to start
college and like every nineteen years old man in Yugoslavia, he had just finished serving
his yearlong military duty.
"I know you don't want to leave, but I don' t want our children to worry about
being killed when they're supposed to be worrying about college and the future." Mom
kept talking about leaving the country and I was relieved when Dad finally talked some
sense into her. "Look, I know what I told you is terrifying, but we don't know anything
for sure yet. I still trust our people to come to their senses and realize that these Nazi
ideas some of them developed will soon evaporate out of their heads. All we need is a
new dirty politician who will take their minds off this nonsense."
Finally, he said something I wanted to hear. Of course everything will be fine. I
pushed my head into the pillow and slept through the dreamless night. Tomorrow will be
just like yesterday and the next day won' t be any different, either, I kept telling myself.

Not long after that night, Mom went to Croatia and brought back my brother. We
didn' t pack our stuff and leave, like Mom had planned only weeks before. In fact, we
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never left. Things started to look better, they said. Now I know that life was getting worse
in every aspect; we were all just too desperate and too much in denial to see that we were
getting used to a whole new reality. My parents still went to work, but they waited longer
and longer to be paid. By the time the spring of 1992 came, they both worked for
coupons for food. There was no money, the government said. Shelves of grocery stores
looked emptier every day. It seemed like nothing was moving anymore - it was like a
calm before a torrential downpour. School was out for the summer, and my prom dress
was hanging in my closet. No one said it outright, but I knew that prom was out of the
question. There was no food in grocery stores. Lines for bread at the crack of dawn
stretched for several blocks. Banks quit issuing money to anyone - the government had
ordered them not to. All the while the news showed fewer scenes of barricaded streets
and protesting students. Now it showed men in uniform, standing on top of tanks with
machine guns ready at their shoulders. They were the new keepers of order, the news
said. They were the law now.
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Four

It was a balmy Friday evening in early May 1992, and the breeze made the birch

leaves whisper a bit louder than usual, as if a storm had been brewing up somewhere
behind the mountains. Katie and I were sitting underneath the pines in front of our
houses, waiting for our friends and planning the evening. There was never a set meting
time, but everyone knew to gather by the wooden table underneath the pines before going
off to the movies, playing pool, or watching a late-evening soccer game in the nearby
stadium.
The street was awkwardly quiet, with almost no traffic. The unrest elsewhere in
Yugoslavia had been erupting off and on for almost a year, so we almost got comfortable
with ignoring the evening news and the footage of demonstrators, barricaded streets, and
shots the militia and even the army fired off in the air to, as they put it, keep the situation
under control. Where was everyone now? We wondered ifthey were still watching the
news. Earlier that day, the news said, the turmoil had come as closest to our town as ever
when the army put barricades on one of the major roads in a nearby city. There had been
a demonstration of some sort, probably people protesting the much talked about
possibility of a civil war, and the army decided to take control. I remembered Dad's last
trip to the military camp and the news he brought back home. After that night, for weeks
I went to sleep afraid of waking up to see soldiers, tanks, destruction- war. But that was
almost six months before and what I heard from Dad that night seemed so far away. I
kept chasing the thoughts of war out of my mind, lying to myself that we had weathered
the worst part of the storm. In reality, nothing was better than six months earlier. It was
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worse - we only had gotten used to the new reality with armed men calling the shots and
people waiting in lines for hours to spend their week's earnings on a loaf of bread and a
chug of milk. When your body is fed trace amounts of poison every day, you may not
drop dead right away. But that poison will accumulate and eventually show its deadly
effects. That was, in a nutshell, what our country was going thorough. The worst was still
ahead.
Demonstrations and military intervention had become a familiar topic in the
papers and on the news at night in the last year and the news anchors spit out the phrase
civil war as if it was some science project or an experiment waiting to be unleashed. I
asked Katie if she knew why a war could even be labeled civil? It was a paradox to me,
but so was most of the politics of the grown-up world. That's why the two of us were
sitting outside while everyone else was apparently glued to the television screen.
Listening to the same incomprehensible talk just didn' t make sense anymore, I told her.

"It never has," she said.
Far off at the end of the street shaded by green birches and pines, the silhouette of
two of our friends became apparent. On any other day, Dario and Goran would have
waved or yelled a hello from far away, but tonight they just walked up toward us, quietly.
"Hey guys, where were you?" Katie asked.
"They're saying the army will come in to Prijedor tonight and God knows what
will happen then," Dario blurted out. He seemed out of breath and his face looked
somewhat distorted, as if he was in terrible pain.
"What do you mean? Who 's saying that?" I asked.

29

"My Mom's coworkers just came from the city. They were there this morning
when the demonstrations and the arrests happened."
"Arrests?" Katie and I said in unison.
"The army arrested some college students, I don't know for what. They even shot
at their car, I heard. My mom said she heard everyone in the city whispering about this
plan the army has, that they' ll occupy the whole area. And that they' re coming our way,
tonight. Then it' ll be just like Slovenia a year ago. Real war. My mom sent me to tell
your parents. But don't talk about it here. We don't know who' s in with the army."
Dario' s dark eyes glistened with fear. We' ve known each other since kindergarten
and I had never seen him scared like that before. I looked at Goran and he just stared
through me, it seemed.
"You guys better go inside. We' ll go back home, too. Don't be scared, we will all
be fine," he said, the tone of his voice as convincing as a fortuneteller's promise that
great luck is waiting around the comer. Oh God, his voice trembled. He's scared. What is
going on? I felt a tension in my temples and an incredible urge to throw up.
"Have you watched the news? Anything new there?" Katie asked them.
"How can you tell anymore what's real and what's just propaganda? They've
been saying for a year now that we're nearing a civil war," Goran said.
Civil war, there it is again, I thought. What the hell was so civil about the stuff
we've been seeing on TV? Is that what' s coming our way now? Suddenly I felt drops of
cold sweat on my forehead, and I didn' t know whether I wanted to laugh or cry. What are
these two saying? There is no way there will be war. Wars don't happen anymore. At
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least not here; maybe somewhere in the Middle East or Africa, but not in a civilized place
like this, I thought.
As if I had said these words out loud to myself, I realized how ignorant I was for
thinking in such a way. Why do you think war happens in other places? I asked myself.
Do you think your people are better than others? But it just doesn't make any sense.
Dario said we can't be sure who's in with the army. What does that mean? Will it be us
versus them from now on? Who are they? No, it can't be; until yesterday we all sat in the
same classroom, we all cheered together at soccer games, we all thought the same way
about our country's problems - we all wanted peace. But what if that was all a lie? How
can that be possible?
Katie said something, pulling me back from my thoughts and back into reality. I
saw Dario and Goran wave a quick goodbye and leave.
"Come on, let's go home, tell our parents," Katie told me, apparently for the
second time, judging from the look on her face when her eyes scanned, it seemed,
through my thoughts. Katie always had a way of knowing what was on my mind, almost
to the exact words.
"Don't try to understand things that don't make any sense, especially not now,"
she said gently, taking my arm and wrapping it under hers. " We don't know what will
happen. All we can do now is wait and try to take care of ourselves in the meantime."
I looked at her round, rosy face and saw that the usual twinkle of fondness for life
had been erased out of her big, brown eyes -just like a candle whose flame had been
stolen by the breeze. To see her scared and helpless - the person who always knew a way
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out of any situation, the one who never succumbed to despair - meant that something
terrible was about to happen.
I started going through the scenes I stored in my mind during the last six months.
Sure, there was a sign of a troubled economy, a corrupt government, and enraged groups
who proclaimed their strange ideologies. There was the news, every evening, showing
sights I would have guessed to be somewhere in Romania or the Middle East had I not
known that they involved people right here at home. And there was that doomed night
when Dad spilled his heart to Mom after the terrible truth slapped him in the face at the
military camp. So why did I, why did Mom, Dad, my brother, Katie - why did so many
people I know stand there without doing anything?
Well, we did do something, which only proves that we knew about the looming
catastrophe Yugoslavia was heading into, I thought. Almost immediately after Dad came
from the camp that night six months ago, he had started a peace drive with a few of his
colleagues. Every week he had brought home self-made posters promoting peace and
unity. Katie and I were the messengers; after a few weeks, most people in town had
called us the peace girls, applauding our courage to the point that we became semi
celebrities.
That was just the response I needed then to regain my faith in a peaceful and
civilized solution of whatever the problem was with the grown ups who were running our
country. War will never grow on this soil again - our people just won' t let it come that
far, I was sure. That was also the time I started thinking about my prom and trying on my
burgundy, satin dress every day. Everything started going back to normal again.
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Katie and I walked home quietly, my arm still tucked underneath hers. Everything

will be fine tomorrow again; you'll see, I tried to convince myself. And when the siren
started wailing in the next couple of minutes, ripping apart the evening silence, I was still
in denial. I wondered if I had ever heard such a high-pitched noise before. Then my mind
began a race through my childhood, and I saw Mom taking me to the kindergarten; I saw
my brother playing with a candle and catching his hair on fire; I saw myself loading my
backpack with books and pens on my very first day of school; I saw my Dad explaining
to me the difference between eleven and one o'clock; I saw the hairy gorilla in the zoo
trying to reach for my hand - all these pictures flooded my mind in a matter of seconds.
My whole life unfolded in my head as the siren's weeping pinched my eardrums.
Katie and I must have been standing there underneath the pines for a few
moments, unable to move. Then she pulled me and started running. "Oh my God, it's
true," I heard her cry out. I don't know how I stumbled to the house because my legs felt
like they were filled with lead. I turned around and looked at the street and the few people
still outside were running aimlessly, it seemed, just like ants after their hill had been
disturbed. Katie hugged me and said something through tears. I felt as if I was in a trance.
"Don't worry" was all I could bring myself to say, and I don't even know why I said it.
Katie went into her house, and I turned my head toward the sound of a familiar voice
before opening the front door. I looked up and saw Mom out on our balcony, calling me
to get in. She must have been yelling, judging by the way her face looked, but I could
barely hear her voice. The howl of the siren was getting unbearably loud, dampening the
thundering of the heavy trucks and tanks I could now see on the horizon. Mom pulled me
into the house, locked the doors, and turned off the lights. I knew what was about to
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happen, but I didn' t cry. I was too numb to cry or to say or feel anything. And in the next
hour, while the earth shook and the windowpanes shivered and machine guns fired off
just outside of our house, I just sat there, overwhelmed with feelings of fear and wishing I
was feeling nothing at all.

My burgundy prom gown, perfectly steamed and hanging neatly on the outside
door of my closet, was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes on the morning of
May 5th, 1992. The sun was already high up, and its rays filled my bedroom with a warm
spring air. I never slept that late into the morning, and that day I had the feeling that I was
asleep for days. Staring at my prom dress I tried to remember what day, month or even
year it was. Then a wave of cold chills ran down my spine. I remembered the grinding of
the tanks against the asphalt and the sound of the earth crunching underneath as the army
rolled into our town last night. I remembered sitting on my bed, curled up and motionless,
until the early morning hours.
Everything is quiet now, I thought, forcing myself out of bed and hoping to look
outside and see a typical Saturday morning. My muscles ached and my head felt heavy,
as if my body was fighting a fierce winter cold. I almost stumbled on my tennis shoes
lying next to my bed, realizing then that I had slept in my sweat suit and remembering
that I had put the shoes close to the bed, just in case we had to run in the middle of the
night. My heart sped up as I opened the door to the balcony. It was a quiet morning. No
sound of cars or people shouting at the farmer's market across the street, as was usual on
Saturdays. All I could see from our fifth-floor apartment were the green mountains and
the high pines in front of the house. I looked down on the street, and the sound of the
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thunder of the tanks came back all over again at the sight of two tracks of cracked
asphalt. I looked toward the fire station on the right, following the tracks on the road, and
there they were. Two tanks and a fleet of olive green trucks crowded the small plaza in
front of the fire station. Men in uniform walked back and forth, unloading weapons and
carrying them into the fire station. Up on the tower of the fire station the siren was mute.
Now a long, dark, metal pipe jutted out of the narrow, rectangular window. Oh, God, it's
a machine gun, I said out loud and stormed back into the house for fear that I was going
to get sick.
My parents and my brother were sitting in the kitchen. "So this is war, isn't it?" I
said, trying to hold back tears. I hadn't cry at all the night before and now, it seemed like
a deluge of tears was trapped inside my chest. "We should have left a long time ago,"
Mom said, sucking on a cigarette and gazing into nothing. "Maybe things will settle
down," Dad said. "Things will have to settle down, sooner or later. Do you think the
whole world will just watch while these armed savages impose their primitive ideology
on a whole nation? Someone will put a stop to their craziness, if they don't themselves
soon realize what they are doing."
For a moment, I was amazed to hear Dad being so optimistic, but then I realized
that he was just fooling himself by trying to make the rest of his family feel better.
There's absolutely nothing we can do to influence in any way what will happen out there,
I thought. As of last night, God has left us with two options: Stay here and die, or get out,
no matter how and no matter where.
What happened on that May 5th was pretty much the routine I woke up to for the
next five months. The mornings were quiet, tricking one to believe - if only for a moment
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- that nothing had changed on that spring night. In the afternoon, the streets started filling
with soldiers and by late evening, they were everywhere. Fresh and rested after half a
day's worth of sleep, they were ready to kill. Trucks loaded with dozens of these
uniformed beasts disappeared into the night, only to come back in the early morning
hours, with their uniforms bloody red and their pockets stuffed with jewelry, watches,
money, even fake teeth made out of gold. In the meantime, the army men who stayed at
the fire station, which became their base, fired shots in the air and yelled out obscenities,
just because they could. On some days, special operations required a whole village to be
bombed. That was the good way to die. On bad days, people were slaughtered, women
were raped and the children were dumped on buses and shipped off somewhere in the
early dawn.
My family was lucky. We lived in the town and the army stayed away from
looting and slaughtering in such visible places. After all, foreigners could come in and
videotape their handiwork. That was too dangerous. But in the villages surrounding our
town, where a foreigner would have to wander through the thick woods for days to find
signs of life, the risk was worth taking: it was easy to tum a village into a pile of rubble.
It was easy to hide a mass grave underneath the dense greenery.

Although most people in town were never tortured physically, not knowing what
would happen the next day and fearing that one day the unformed beasts would come
after you, too, made life seem like death row. Lack of food, electricity, and even water
certainly didn't help our feeling of losing the basic traits that make you human. I can' t
say that there was plenty of food, but my family and I never went to sleep with our
stomach's empty. Because Prijedor was surrounded by farms, we didn' t go hungry. But
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just going to the store and buying half a gallon of milk became a luxury. Even if you had
money, most stores were closed because their shelves had been empty for months. About
a month into the war, I remembered that Katie' s brother's birthday was in mid June. He is
turning eleven and he won't even have a cake, I thought. Then I remembered the previous
Christmas and the ornaments made out of fine German chocolate and wrapped in colorful
paper. I found the ornament treats somewhere in my room and although the chocolate had
been at least six months old, it was the best dessert we had had in a while. And the tiny
chocolate toys made a nice gift for an eleven-year-old who probably would have been
happy with a loaf of bread and a glass of milk.
Electricity and water were cut off on most days, so cooking had to be done
literally over a fire. At least it was summer, I thought. Most people got their water from a
well close to the city center and the plaza near the fire station, which soldiers infested. It
was only a ten-minute walk to get to the well, but walking there and back meant being
exposed to the flesh-greedy, drunk soldiers who didn' t care that Katie and I were barely
teenagers. These men, wherever they came from, just lay on the grass all day, waiting for
the nightfall when they would go off on their pillaging and killing sprees.
I spent most of the war days inside or sitting underneath the pines right in front of
my house. Fortunately, Katie lived in the same building so we spent most of our waking
hours together. Despite all the fear and confusion I felt, spending time with her kept me
from losing the last bit of hope that tomorrow would be better. Some day, at least.
Often we spent all day inside reading. Thumbing through pages of a gripping
novel took my mind off the grim reality. Escaping the now and then - even though only
temporarily - was probably another way I managed to keep my sanity. If you see war,
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hear about war, smell war, and live war day in and day out, it's very difficult to have faith
that your life will ever go back to normal. I remember reading "The Count of Monte
Cristo" at least three times during my five months of war. I also read my brother's old
textbooks to make sure I wasn't too far behind whenever school started again. The
thought of not being able to go to school once fall arrived hurt more than the fact that I
didn't know whether I would live or die. If! live, I thought, what will I have from life if
I'm stuck here without any chance to get an education?
Sleeping was another effective way to escape reality. I didn't sleep during the
day, but I didn't need to because the fighting and the noise usually started after dark. I
don't remember waking up during the night very often, although my parents later told me
that I slept through hours of bombs falling within a stone's throw from our house. But the
fact that I could sleep through most nights didn't mean that I gave up my new habit of
going to bed fully dressed, with my tennis shoes tucked underneath my bed. You never
knew on whose door the demons in uniform would knock in the middle of the night.
As strange as it sounds, I remember having the most vivid dreams during the five
months of hell. Sometimes I was so intrigued and impressed by a dream that I wrote
down what I remembered right after waking up. Once I dreamed that I saw Katie sitting
on a fast moving train. Because I wanted to say goodbye, I ran after the train, caught it
and jumped inside one of the cabins as if doing that was nothing unusual. Most of the
time the dreams didn' t make much sense, but I just remember seeing beautiful scenery
and simply feeling at peace. I guess when your life is filled with pain, fear, and
unhappiness, you can imagine escaping that reality by dreaming yourself a rosier one.
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Five

It was late on a chilly fall day as I sat alone on the wooden bench in front of my

parents' house. Dying chestnut leaves waltzed tiredly toward the ground, covering the
road with soft shades of red and yellow and hiding tracks of deep burrows the tanks had
left. I wondered how the asphalt could stand decades under the mercy of the elements, car
tires and heavy iron ore transporters, only to be crushed in a matter of minutes on that
night in May. The night when it all started.
The thought of it made my thin limbs quiver. Feeling a strange, dull nausea in my
stomach, I closed my eyes and leaned my head backward, trying to remember better days.
The last warming rays of the late afternoon sun almost felt like my mother' s hand
caressing my pallid face. It' s strange how different one can feel with one's eyes closed.
It's easier to escape the suffocating reality. It's easier to pretend, if only for a moment,
that you're not about to scream from fear or cry out in anger.
It was unusually quiet. No cars driving by. No one giggling, no one cursing, no
peep at all coming from a once busy street. As far as the culture and the mentality, Bosnia
was a strange place; people yelled at one another and shouted semi-obscenities, but as
long as it happened with a smile, no one's feelings were hurt. You could always hear the
benevolent cursing anywhere you could see a group of more than two Bosnians. For men
to greet each other with "How are you, you old whore?" was nothing unusual. Maybe the
lewd language was a part of the Slavic curse; an apparent rudeness and lack of manners
that in reality wasn't that at all because when it came to helping one another in any way
that mattered - like sharing firewood during unexpectedly long winters and feeding
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strangers with your best chunk of the greasy, spit-roasted pig - most of us would have
aced the congeniality test.
It seemed even more confusing to me then that something as terrible as war could

have happened to people like us. Us? Who are we, anyway? I wondered. It used to be us;
now it's us and them and God knows how they determined who was who. They had their
classifications and rationales. They had their different groups. I didn't want to belong in
either one. Nothing made sense.
I felt a pressure in my temples, and I knew that the headaches would come back if
I kept searching for answers to the same questions I had been asking myself for the last
five months. How could I even try to fathom abstract concepts of politics, territorial
greed, and pure evil when I couldn't even explain things that had changed so drastically,
right in front of my eyes, in a matter of months? Just look around yourself, I thought.
Does this look anything like the place you've known for the last fourteen years?
The neighbors' front yards and porches looked abandoned. The August heat had
sucked the juices and the healthy green out of the grass and the dandelions, which I
remembered as still bright yellow at this time of the year, had already turned into white
puffs. I remembered searching for these dying dandelions as a kid. The old folks used to
say that picking dandelions in the fall and blowing away their white blooms would make
one's wishes come true. Maybe it was a sign that the dandelions were aging too early this
year: We all needed to blow into a whole field of white dandelions and wish for this war
nonsense to stop.
The doors on most houses were shut and most likely locked, especially at dusk.
Some stayed dark and looked desolate all day. You never knew when the bloodthirsty
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monsters would pass by your house, and some people had more reason than others to
beware of death that came in uniforms, all depending on what group you belonged to and
in what kind of mood the soldiers were. In a way, it' s like the twilight zone lotto, I
thought. It plays every night, and you never know who will hit the jackpot. When the
drawing of the doomed numbers started, which usually happened after dark, men who
refused to put on a bloody uniform, grow a beard, and play cannon fodder - men like my
father- hid in the deepest, darkest comers of their houses, listening to the purring of the
slow-moving vans outside and praying that the soldiers wouldn't jump out and bang at
their doors.
Because once they were inside one of those vans, they would see the next day' s
sunlight through tiny cracks of the blood-smeared inside walls of one of the overfilled
concentration camps. I remember my Dad saying over and over again that he'd rather be
shot on the spot than being thrown into such a camp. But it wasn't like the choice was
yours, he would say. It' s the lottery, you know.
With the doors locked, the windows shut and the drapes hiding any sign of life, I
realized how much these houses reminded me of mental institutions or halfway houses.
It's just like when you walk by one of these institutions, I thought: No sign of life, at least
not from the outside, but you knew that people were in there.
I wondered what everyone was doing inside.
The men probably sat far away from windows, in dark rooms, with their ears
glued to the hand-held, battery-operated radios. The news from an independent, anti-war
station in Sarajevo was on at about this time. The uniformed pack didn't allow that kind
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of news to be spread, so keeping the volume at the minimum and your ear close to the
speaker was a smart thing to do.
The women rushed to finish up laundry, dinner and other chores before the sun
sank behind the mountains. They also whispered out to their children to get into the
house, where it's safer.
I heard Mom call me but I just waved a "just a minute," shutting my eyes again,
as if afraid of what I would see next. I knew Dad listened to the forbidden news because
that' s when Mom would get nervous and call me inside.

It was getting dark outside, but it still didn't feel like war yet. Not even a sound of
shots. Not yet- the perverse fireworks usually started well after dark. The uniformed
beasts usually went on some kind of raid late in the day. They sat around in the
afternoons and stuffed their fat guts with red meat and alcohol. Then they probably slept
until the night fell. At least it was quiet then. Just like now.
Only the cooing of wild doves on the roofs behind me and the sound of fallen
leaves scraping against the asphalt broke the silence, almost lulling me to sleep. The
leathery smell of fall in the air brought back memories of roasted chestnuts and corncobs,
guitar playing and scary stories told over a bonfire.
Never before had I considered these bonfire gatherings to be special occasions. It
was just something everyone did to pass the time when the summers were gone. But, like
they say, you don't know what you've got until you lose it. Most of my friends grew up
like me- without much of any kind of material wealth. Very few of us had VCR' s,
computers, or video games. Our favorite pastimes varied with the seasons. In the winters,
skiing, sledding, and build-the-biggest-snowman contests ruled the afternoons and
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evenings. Because tall mountains envelop Prijedor, a small town in the valley far away
from any major ocean, winters could bring loads of snow that lingered until early spring.
Cars and trucks usually stayed away from the narrow streets of my neighborhood, which
made these steep, winding roads the perfect sledding tracks once the ice gripped the
asphalt. We didn't care that the temperatures dropped below freezing; a cup of hot tea or
milk after hours spent in the majestic pallor was enough to refill our energy tanks before
bedtime.
The spring always brought a strange renaissance oflife energy. The melting snow,
the warm afternoons, and especially the budding trees and plants reminded me how much
I had grown up since the last spring and how many more responsibilities every new year
brought. Spring was the time to get outside just for the sake of breathing in the air
freshened by the blossoming greenery. Being outdoors always made me feel so much at
ease; I think I inherited the love of the open from my Mom because my Dad's favorite
place to relax was the couch or, if he really had to be outside, a hammock in the shade.
On spring Sundays, Mom and I used to hike up the nearby hills and into the moist, dark
woods and watch the nature wake up from its long winter sleep. In early summers, we
spent the weekends hiking for hours in search of strawberry fields. My enormous fear of
snakes, spiders, and anything that crawled around and could bite instantly disappeared at
the sight of billions of these red, sweet, and fleshy cusps that peered from underneath the
vast, green carpet.
Summer was also the time when school was out and that meant being outside
from early morning until after dark, splashing in the public pool or even going away to
visit relatives for a week or two. Every July or August, my family vacationed in the same
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coastal city in Croatia. For ten days, the four of us baked in the Mediterranean sun in
Biograd, enjoying ourselves, but secretly longing to return home to the mountains.
The beginning of September was the start of the new school year and the time
when leaves turned yellow and red. Fall was definitely my favorite time of the year.
Every morning on the way to school, I rambled through mounds of fallen leaves rather
than walking on the bare asphalt. There was just something so calming in the soft hues of
earthy pastels, combined with the barely audible whistling of the wind and the smell of
burning firewood coming out of the chimneys.
It was early September, too as I sat on that cool bench, but I didn't feel a trace of
that familiar serenity the falling leaves used to bring every year. It was getting cooler and
darker by the minute; it was almost 8 p.m. and very close to the curfew. I heard my Mom
call me to get inside the house again. The curfew started at 9 p.m., which meant that
anyone not authorized to walk the streets, sit outside or even look out of the window
better not try to challenge this law of the uniformed. I suddenly thought how bizarre and
perverse the whole game of war had to be, with all the senseless rules they had us follow,
as if any of it mattered. The soldiers could have killed us all on the first day this tragedy
started; they could have enslaved us - just like the Nazis did in Auschwitz and elsewhere
in Poland and Germany. They could have come to our houses and plundered, raped and
slit our throats right away. But they chose to take their time, play God, and implant fear
in the fragile bones of the smallest child and the oldest grandmother before they killed us
all in the end.
Why did they wait? Could it be that they simply couldn't handle all the killings at
once? After all, the buses filled with emaciated men still passed through the town,
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returning empty after a while and leaving the rest of us wonder whose father, son, brother
or husband would be next? The slow-moving vans still cruised between the rows of dark
houses, preying like a serpent that has the luxury of choosing its bait for the night.
Watching our faces become distorted by agony and our bodies turn to gaunt
shadows must have brought them some kind of sick pleasure. The last five months - 150
long days and even longer nights - showed without doubt how these monsters operated.
First they tried to rob you of your dignity by forcing you to play by their rules, by
teaching you to be obedient to the bearded men with rifles. Then they tried to starve you
to near death and make you do almost anything for a bite of bread so you can feed your
children. By that time they had pretty much killed your soul and suffocated your
compassion for life and anything you believed in. The final physical death, in whichever
gruesome form it fmally came, would be just a formality: It would be like an official
death certificate for someone who has been dead for a long time.
God, I have to get out of here, I thought.
Suddenly I jumped from the cold, wooden bench. I felt as if someone was choking
me, but I knew that my own thoughts caused this smothering pressure in my chest. I tried
a few steps toward the house, but I sat back down for fear I would faint. I can't have my
parents worry about my health right now; they have enough on their minds, I thought.
I had promised myself a few months before that I wouldn't think about the war. I had
promised myself I wouldn't think about the future, either, because the way things looked
day after day, future would bring nothing but more war. More killings. More crying.
More feelings of suffocation. More reasons to wish to feel desensitized, ignorant, dead.
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I felt a hot, salty tear crawl over my lips, and I knew I had to stop thinking about
the reality. You have to be strong; otherwise, they've won already, I whispered to myself,
clinching my fists as if that would ward off the terror I felt burning in my stomach. My
eyes were getting used to the darkness, and I looked up to the grandiose mountaintops,
consoling myself that there was a power greater than that of tanks and rifles.
There must be God somewhere, looking down on us, I was sure of that. I wasn't
sure, though, if God was crying or laughing. Or was all of this some kind of a test?
I wondered what life was like on the other side of the dark green mountains. Ever
since the war started sucking the life out of Bosnia, this town has been like a bunker
cordoned off from the rest of the country. No one was allowed to walk past the city
limits, which in a small town like this pretty much meant staying close to your house.
Most television channels had been shut off right after the first shots were fired, but that
didn't really matter because they shut down electricity as well. There was virtually no
way to tell what was going on anywhere farther than what one could see. There were, of
course, the small, battery-powered radios that could catch the independent news from
elsewhere in the country. But batteries didn't last forever, and buying new ones was out
of the question in a place that quit selling bread and milk months ago.
It had been months since any of us talked to relatives and friends who lived out of

our town. I wondered what life was like on the other side of the tall mountains. Did
people there go to bed at night without knowing whether they would wake up again?
Were they still able to cry to help release the deadened fear? Or did they, like so many
here, become benumbed and certain that death was their destiny, not caring what happens
tomorrow, if tomorrow even comes at all? Too many here already had joined that horde
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of the walking dead. But did they have a choice? How do you defend yourself and your
family when the only weapon you have is your will to live, and when that will to live and
the basic spirit of being proud to be human get crushed under months - a whole eternity of inhumanity, degradation, hunger, fear, anger, and desperation? Do you still have the
courage to go on, or do you begin wondering if you are just a small part of a curse against
humanity? What do we humans collectively have to be proud of, anyway? I asked myself,
feeling the bitterness gather in my throat. Throughout history, we've been destroying our
own kind for some stupid reason that rarely ever amounted to anything more than some
form of our own greed.
Sitting on that bench, five months into the war, I realized I had gotten disgusted
with this place, with my own hometown, a long time ago. I didn't want to become one of
the walking dead; I didn' t want to be a zombie, a servant, or cannon fodder for the most
primitive, most shameless form of humanity whose kind, as I started realizing, lived right
here, next to me. The people who now rape women and slit their husbands' and their
sons' throats for some trivial reason that, to me, wasn't a reason at all- those are the
same people whose children used to sit next to me in the same classroom just months
ago, I thought. What happened? It was as if some strange, mind-altering virus had
attacked one half of our town - or our country, for that matter. You can't just learn to
hate someone practically overnight, or can you? I knew I couldn't. And if that was the
way people will treat one another here, then I will get out. I will live just for the
satisfaction of getting out of here. I have to show the world- and myself- that I'm not
like them, I thought. But how do I leave the only place I ever called home? How could a
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country, blessed with such breathtaking scenery and generosity of its people, have
harbored so much evil?
The bluish dusk veiled the dark green mountaintops that slowly disappeared as
weighty cumulus clouds obscured the starless sky. I knew I only had a few minutes left
before the soldiers take over the streets. Dark and skinny silhouettes of chestnut trees,
with their leafless branches, reminded me of famished human bodies, bent spasmodically
in agony, face to face with death. I shivered, not sure whether to blame the daunting view
or the September breeze for this sudden surge of chillness. A look at the tall, evergreen
pines, I knew, would offer an extraordinary, almost hypnotizing sense of comfort. There
was something eternal about these pines. Three of them, right in front of our house, were
the first thing I saw every morning when I opened the balcony door. My family had been
living in this same place for longer than I could remember, and these majestic pines were
a part of almost all my memories. They resisted the howling, autumn wind gusts with
such a lofty posture, and they endured months under the heavy snow mantle, still striving
obstinately toward the sky. Although the descending darkness enveloped the whole
scenery with a cool tinge of bluish gray, I was sure the pine needles still kept their lush
green.
I felt my face move into something a hair short of a smile as the pines started
bringing back memories about my life before the war. For fourteen years, everything I
cared about was safely embedded between the mountains of the only place I had ever
called home. But now what? I felt the nausea in my stomach again. Should I go through
life cherishing these memories, regardless of what's happening now, I wondered? Or
should I try to forget everything that has became a part of my personality because
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everything I believed in was crushed by the tanks and heavy army boots five months ago?
What if we never get a chance to get out of here? What if I never get a chance to go to
high school, to graduate from college, to live a normal life? And even if the war stopped
and things got miraculously better, would I ever be able to forget what happened in the
last five months? Would I even be able to understand why it happened, to justify why so
many people had to be killed and hurt and made homeless?
I heard steps not far away from my bench and I strained my eyes to see through
the darkness. An ugly, little uniformed man, probably in his 50s, stumbled on the side of
the street, barely walking a straight line. There was no doubt that he was drunk. He
carried a half-empty bottle of homemade schnapps in his left hand. A machine gun hung
from his right shoulder, and oval balls of dynamite circled his waist. I suddenly
remembered one of the communist songs they made us sing in kindergarten: That's the
fruit of our struggle ... I felt a twister of rage twirling in my stomach. If this creature right
here is the pride of my country, then I don't want to be a part of it anymore.
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Six

I finally left my bench and came into the house shortly before the 9 p.m. curfew.
It was dark and quiet and my parents were dozing off in the living room. I rarely ever saw
them sleep anymore; I just wished I could take on me at least a part of the burden they
had been carrying for the last five months, I thought. I sat down by the window of the
unlit kitchen, watching a group of soldiers gather underneath a street lantern. The red skin
that protruded underneath the untrimmed beards betrayed enormous amounts of alcohol
in their blood. The coats of their uniforms - I could almost smell their rancid stench were unbuttoned, revealing layers of fat bulging over the wide, leather belts. One of
them, a short and chubby, dark-haired man pompously showed off his last loot: a handful
of golden jewelry that sparkled underneath the street light. I felt my throat tighten as I
witnessed this insatiable, primitive greed for material stuff; a trademark of people who
valued a couple of carats of gold more than a person's life. Staring at the bundle of
jewelry, I could almost hear the heart-ripping sobs of men and women - maybe even
children - who must have been slaughtered for this bundle of gold. The sight reminded
me of the young, loud woman who lived one floor below our apartment, and her
uniformed husband, a skinny, short, yes-dear-saying kind of man, who made sure that his
wife' s jewelry collection grew after every nightly raid. I remembered looking down from
our balcony and seeing golden jewelry on her hands, more and more of it every day.
Didn't all the golden rings and bracelets - all this loot - remind her of all the women her
husband slaughtered day after day? Did she care at all? How could people get this far? I
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felt the familiar heat of salty tears seeping down my face. There were just too many
questions unanswered.
I thought about all the things that changed ever since the sun begun rising to an
entirely different reality. It was as if someone with a very sick sense of humor had pulled
a giant curtain, transforming the stage of life within one night. Instead of waking up to
the soothing warmth of the rising sun that lit up the mountains far on the horizon, we
were now greeted by dirty metal beasts and uniformed men who played God. In place of
the cheerful twitter of sparrows, machine guns played the songs of destruction and death.
School buses, once filled with the carefree youth, roamed the streets again - but now they
carried starved and to unconsciousness beaten souls to their final destination somewhere
in the woods. The once idyllic scenery was now painted bloody red. Death and
destruction lurked from places and people I used to confide in.
The feeling of"there' s no place like home" had disappeared from this place a
long time ago - deep inside, I knew that. But what I began realizing that night in
September was that this lost feeling would never come back - at least not to this place. I
knew that if I was ever to find home again, I would have to leave and look for it
elsewhere. The place I once called home had become too distorted, unrecognizable and,
yes, foreign. I wondered if the safety and warmth this place used to give me had ever
been real, or if everything was just a fac;ade, a big, dirty lie? I suddenly felt so out of
place. The uniformed men who carried machine guns had been my neighbors once people I trusted. But now, they might as well be from another planet because there is
absolutely nothing in common between them and me, I thought. We may speak the same
language, but they're not my people.
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Another group of soldiers passed by. I knew these men; I knew their sons and
daughters because we sat in the same classrooms for years. I wondered if they were
plagued by a guilty conscience at all. There were so many questions I wish I could have
asked them. I wondered what they said to their children when they came home night after
night, with blood dripping from their hands and their souls turning more rotten each day.
I wondered if they were afraid of a higher power; if they were afraid that their actions
might come back to haunt their children one day. I wondered if they knew that the agony
of all the men they slaughtered, the pain of all the women they raped, and the ripped
souls of all the children they left orphaned would eventually create a vortex of horror that
would ultimately suck them in and take them straight to hell.
The fear that churned in my stomach now turned into pure anger. Who did they
think they were, these uniformed savages who preferred to use their machine guns instead
of their brains? They sold their souls to the devil and now they thought they had the
power to decide whether I should live or die. I could have screamed out loud. This place
was not home anymore. The armored trucks and the soldiers stole my childhood and
forced me to grow up overnight. But I knew I would rather die than let them steal my
future. Vegetating in permanent fear and uncertainty; falling asleep every night without
knowing if I would wake up again; trading all my dreams and aspirations for someone
else's morbid idea oflife as cannon fodder - this kind of reality was not what I wanted. It
wasn't what I deserved, either. I knew I had to leave.

My parents had been telling me to leave Bosnia and go to Germany ever since the
war started, but I never even wanted to consider leaving this place without them. At first,
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I tried to convince myself that the war would be over soon and that life would go back to
normal right here, in our country, whatever they decide to call it. Then I wanted to get
out, but I was too worried that I would never see my parents and my brother again. But
on that night in September and during what would tum to be my last few weeks in
Bosnia, I realized that I should - that any of us should - seize every chance we could get
to flee from this hell. I remember feeling an urge of optimism during those few weeks
and a strange sense of certainty that my whole family would be saved soon. And I knew
that being saved meant getting out of and far away from Yugoslavia.
The morning after that sleepless September night I told my parents that I wanted
to leave. Their faces lit up, probably for the first time since that night in May, and I knew
that a huge burden had just fallen off their shoulders. I knew they were still worried and I
knew all of us would be until we are together again, someday soon, somewhere other
than here.
"You know that you're the first of us to get out. Not the only one; just the first
one, remember that," Dad said. And I knew he was right this time.
My Dad's mother had been living in Germany for more than thirty years and I
would be staying with her until the rest of my family could follow me . Although no one
without a uniform could go beyond city limits, a few months into the war the soldiers had
started allowing some women and children to get out. They let Western European
countries send their lives-saving busses into many cities, where people like my parents
could pay a hefty price to send their children into safety. I was lucky: there was no price
my brother and my father could have paid to get out of Bosnia the way I did. But a few
months later, as I sat in a German classroom, my parents and my brother boarded a dark
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van that eventually brought them to me on a cold, January morning. They were lucky,
too: in an act of not entirely selfless guilt, a soldier my Dad had known for years offered
to smuggle my family out of Bosnia, for the price of leaving everything they owned to
him. Had my family stayed in Prijedor, they would have been next on the list of those to
be sent to the nearby concentration camp, the soldier had told my parents as he helped
them sneak out of our town on a dark night of the first week of 1993.
The rest of Europe and the world finally started paying attention to the burning
Yugoslavia sometime after my family escaped. The soldiers had no choice but to let
thousands of people leave towns that used to be their homes and seek asylum somewhere
else. Katie's family fled to Canada. My uncle and aunt's family, who had been living in a
different part ofPrijedor, ended up in Sweden.
I didn' t know any of that as I sat on the bus that took me far away from Bosnia on
a chilly break of dawn in late September 1992. The pain in my soul filled my swollen
eyes with hot, salty tears. I couldn't erase the picture of my parents, my brother and Katie
crying with me at the bus station just hours before. Fighting a deluge of tears as the bus
drove off, I could only see silhouettes of their meager bodies still standing at the station,
waving goodbye. My heart was tearing apart, but I knew somehow that everything would
be fine soon. I knew that my family would follow me. I knew I would see Katie' s rosy
face again.
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